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Editorial
In 20041, Amartya Sen’s stated disability was ignored in contemporary debates regarding theories
of social justice. However, more recently, two events have made a signiﬁcant contribution to this
important debate.
First, the ratiﬁcation of the United Nations Convention on the Rights for Persons with Disabilities
(CRPD, 2006)which has been based on a human rights framework, and created a new impetus tomove
towards equal opportunities and nondiscrimination, emphasizing self and social empowerment.
Secondly, as the authors argue in this special issue, the application of the capability approach to
disability studies which places emphasis on theories of justice is beginning to expand a theoretical
understanding of disability (Nussbaum, 2006; Sen, 2009). According to Sen: “Whether the disability
arises from physical problems, or from mental handicaps, or from socially-imposed restrictions, the
person with disability has an immediate reason for social attention in a capability oriented theory of
justice, which she or he may not have in other approaches, including in utilitarianism, the Rawlsian
theory of justice, and the opulence-based welfare economics” (Sen, 2009, 23–24).
The capability approach is rooted in the Aristotelian philosophy and emphasises the concept of
human“ﬂourishing” inorder topromote the “multiple realisability” of aperson (Nussbaum,2000). This
has provided the intellectual foundation for human development and the raison d’être for including
participation and empowerment as central features of human developmental processes (Alkire and
Deneulin, 2009).
Although Sen’s capability approach has attracted some attention recently in disability studies
(Mitra, 2006; Terzi, 2005; Nussbaum, 2006; Trani and Bakhshi, 2008), it remains under-theorized
(Dubois and Trani, 2009) and there have been few attempts to operationalise it (Anand et al., 2009).
The goals of this special issue are two-fold. First, it attempts to explain how the capability approach
framework can be operationalised for public action. We set out and apply Amartya Sen’s capability
approach and explore its particular signiﬁcance and relevance in relation to theory, policy and devel-
opment practices, with speciﬁc reference to disability. The papers explore linkages and synergies
between the capability approach and the human rights framework. Thus, “while it is important to
emphasize the relevance of the capability perspective in judging people’s substantive opportunities
(particularly in comparison with alternative approaches that focus on incomes, or primary goods, or
resources), that point does not, in any way, go against seeing the relevance also of the process aspect
of freedom in a theory of human rights, or in a theory of justice” (Sen, 2009, 27).
Secondly, it explores the means by which the capability approach can be operationalised and
applied vis-à-vis disability policy in the Tuscany region in Italy. It is based on a study that was
1 “On Disability and Justice”, at Conference on Disability and Inclusion at the World Bank in 2004.
1875-0672/$ – see front matter © 2011 Association ALTER. Published by Elsevier Masson SAS. All rights reserved.
doi:10.1016/j.alter.2011.05.004
140 Editorial / ALTER, European Journal of Disability Research 5 (2011) 139–142
conducted by the editors in the Tuscany Region. It aimed to redesign the regional policies towards
persons with disabilities. In particular, the Committee for Social Policies and Sports decided to use
this approach to address the needs of persons with disabilities. Consequently, the intended result was
to increase the well-being and well-becoming of persons with disabilities, calibrated in terms of the
capability approach.
The present special issue reports the main challenges/outcomes that emerged from the research,
both from theoretical and operational perspectives, with speciﬁc reference to public policy. This issue
comprises of ﬁve articles which expand this line of thought. The ﬁrst two articles focus on theoretical
aspects of applying the capability approach to disability studies, while the third and the fourth explore
the implementation of disability policy, with case studies. The volume closes with an article which
revisits the human rights framework in relation to disability utilizing the capability approach.
In the ﬁrst paper, Trani et al. introduce the theoretical framework of the capability approach, with
a view to assisting policy markers to formulate disability policy, practice and research. It is argued
that the “value added” by the capability approach is that it acknowledges human diversity, does
not segregate vulnerable groups. Furthermore, it perceives disability as a multidimensional dynamic
phenomenon, with inherent limitations to the ‘capability’ to achieve various ‘beings and doings’, or
‘functionings’ that the individual values (Sen, 1992, 1999). The authors highlight how in theory the CA
emphasizes the importance of taking a holistic view of the individual, that attempts to insure equal-
ity irrespective of gender differences, ethnicity, race, disability and so forth. Therefore, this approach
explicitly attempts to avoid imprisoning individualswith an immutable label. In this regard, this paper
focuses on the limitations of the International Classiﬁcation of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF,
WHO, 2001), which has being criticized for over-emphasising the importance of impairment (Hurst,
2000).
The second paper by Bellanca et al. proposes new ideas to analyse the concept of disability in a
dynamic context with an extension of the capability approach of Amartya Sen. The authors build a
theory of ‘dis-capability’, according to which the disabled person is deﬁned as someone who has a lim-
ited capability set compared to his/her objectives, ambitions and systemof values. This representation
is internalised by people with disabilities, and is highly inﬂuenced by social norms and an overly med-
ically dominated perception of disability. The objective of this paper is to show how these dominant
perceptions inﬂuence policy and practice. It explores the dynamic processes between expectations,
adaptation, and evolution for a dis-capabled person. Therefore, it develops a model that delineates a
pathway along which the person’s agency intertwines with the process of ‘dis-capability’. The article
concludes by examining the importance of collective agency in enhancing the capability set of people
with disabilities.
In the third article, Biggeri et al. describe how the capability approach can be applied in order to
redesign disability policy in the Tuscany Region. The paper considers how to move away from a pre-
dominantlymedical understandingofdisability. This shift is dependenton thepossibilityofdeveloping
a personal “Life Project”. This is a participatory process which results in a wider and more accurate
proﬁling of the person’s needs and socioeconomic characteristics (such as education, professional
experience, etc.), that indicates more precisely what services need to be provided in order to favour
his/her ﬂourishing. The “Life Project” is central to the analysis, because it provides a forward looking
analytical tool called by the authors the ‘mosaic strategy’ for future interventions and support. The
authors argue that the current policy of the Tuscany Region can make such a paradigm shift, although
it will require developing a more comprehensive and effective informative system.
In the fourth article, Barbuto et al. introduce the “Life Project” as a relevant and comprehensive
tool for expanding capabilities, agency and enforcing human rights for persons with disabilities. The
ﬁrst part provides a theoretical framework, based on the capability approach and the human rights
perspective. This framework is operationalised through tools such as the “life project”, peer coun-
selling and self-help groups. In the second part of the paper, the relevance and the limitations of this
framework are examined.
In the ﬁfth article, Lang et al. examine the future prospects of integrating the capability approach
with the human rights framework. In particular, it examines the theories and principles upon which
the Convention on the Rights for Persons with Disabilities are premised, thereby demonstrating the
potential value and usefulness that the Convention has in extending the human rights of people with
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disabilities. The effective implementation of the CRPD is a major challenge, given the complexity
of ‘rights based’ approaches to policy-making, and the intricacy for disabled people organisations to
engage effectivelywith governments to enforce the Convention. Lang et al. argue that there is a need to
ensure that robust monitoring and implementation modalities are developed in order that the CPRD
becomes more than an aspirational statement. Sustainable and effective interventions will beneﬁt
from being informed, monitored and evaluated based upon the broader human rights paradigm and
the capabilities approach.
We leave to readers to appreciate to what extent the research presented in this special issue
supports the fact that the capability approach can provide a signiﬁcant theoretical underpinning for
disability policy and practice, and can genuinely promote nontokenistic social inclusion.
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